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Humbaba came out from his strong 
house of cedar. Then Enkidu called 
out, “O Gilgamesh, remember now 
your boasts in Uruk. Forward, attack, 
son of Uruk, there is nothing to 
fear.” When he heard these words, 
his courage rallied and he answered, 
“Make haste, close in, if the watchman 
is there do not let him escape to the 
woods where he will vanish. Let us 
trap him before he is armed.” Like 
a raging wild bull he snuffed the 
ground. The watchman of the woods 
turned; full of threats, he cried out. 
Humbaba nodded his head and shook 
it, menacing Gilgamesh; and on him 
he fastened his eye – the eye of death. 
Then Gilgamesh called to Shamash 
and his tears were flowing, “O glorious 
Shamash, I have followed the road 
you commanded but now if you send 
no succour how shall I escape?” 
Glorious Shamash heard his prayer 
and he summoned the great wind, 
the north wind, the whirlwind, the 
storm and the icy wind, the tempest 
and the scorching winds ... they came 
like dragons, like a scorching fire, like 
a serpent that freezes the heart, a 
destroying flood and the lightning’s 
fork. The eight winds rose up against 
Humbaba, they beat against his eyes; 
he gripped, unable to go forward or 
back. Gilgamesh shouted, “By the 
life of Ninsun my mother, and divine 
Lugulbanda my father, in the country 
of the living, in this land I have 
discovered your dwelling; my weak 
arms and my small weapons I have 
brought to this land against you, and 
now I will enter your house.”

This is an edited extract from tablet V of 
The Epic of Gilgamesh, translated by NK 
Sandars © NK Sandars. Reproduced by 
permission of Penguin Books Ltd





Epic adventure

→  The Epic of Gilgamesh is the 
world’s oldest known writ-
ten story. Gilgamesh seems 
to have been a real king of the 

Sumerian city of Uruk around 2700BC, 
but his achievements have been exag-
gerated and mixed with those of other 
historical heroes so that, by the time the 
story was first written down in Sumerian 
cuneiform on 12 tablets around 2000BC, 
he had become a legend. The story had 
been an oral tradition – indeed, part of 
the very fabric of the Mesopotamian cul-
ture – for many centuries. 

It concerns the adventures of Gil-
gamesh, king of Uruk – part-god, all-
powerful, and unruly with it. He works 
the men of the city into the ground 
and snatches newlywed brides away 
on their wedding night. Eventually the 
tormented citizens entreat the gods for 
mercy, who assent to create a being able 
to stand up to the tyrant. He is the wild 
man Enkidu: covered top to toe in hair, 
he lives in the forest among the animals 
until a trapper lures Enkidu away using 
the charms of a harlot. He is brought to 
Uruk, where he learns of Gilgamesh’s 
cruelty and a fight ensues. But Enkidu 
capitulates, impressed with Gilgamesh’s 
strength, and the two become friends. 

Plenty of adventures ensue, most of 
which displease the gods, who decide 
Enkidu must pay with his life. This leads 
a grieving Gilgamesh on a fresh quest for 
immortality and further derring do. 

The themes and events in Gilgamesh 
are extremely familiar – there are ech-
oes of the flood of the Old Testament, 
a Homeric quest and gods that resonate 
with what we know of Greek and Roman 
deities. It is not just the oldest, but the 
world’s most important legend. DH/DB

The precursor to Homer and 
Dante’s Inferno, the Epic 
of Gilgamesh could be the 
greatest story ever told


